This paper discusses the announcement by a team of researchers that they identified a genetic influence for a range of 'antisocial' behaviours in the New Zealand Māori population (dubbed the 'Warrior Gene'). The behaviours included criminality, violence, gambling, and alcoholism. The reported link between genetics and behaviour met with much controversy. The scientists were described as hiding behind a veneer of supposedly 'objective' western science, using it to perpetuate 'racist and oppressive discourses'.
genetic sequence (polymorphism) which caused significantly higher levels of the enzyme monoamine oxidase. [2] Māori are the tangata whenua -the indigenous people of New Zealand. Higher rates of monoamine oxidase had previously been linked to risk-taking and aggressive behaviour, [3] but this was the first time such a sequence (termed the 'Warrior Gene' by the researchers) was linked to a racial or ethnically defined group.
While the discovery of this unique genetic sequence on its own does not appear controversial, the entire research was called into disrepute when the results were reported to add weight to genetic theories of causation for a wide range of 'antisocial' behaviours in Māori. [4] Rather than distancing themselves from these suggested linkages, some members of the research team expressed views that reinforced genetic theories of causation for criminality, gambling, aggressive and violent behaviour, and alcoholism. One highly publicised report cited a leading member of the team as commenting that the gene could explain how Māori managed to survive their migration across the Pacific, and also explain some 'issues' affecting Māori today:
"Obviously, [higher rates of the 'monoamine oxidase gene'] means they are going to be more aggressive and violent and more likely to get involved in risk-taking behaviour like gambling." [5] Later attempts were made to balance these comments by acknowledging that lifestyle and 'upbringing-related exposures' may also influence these behaviours, and that while there was a genetic influence, 'it's probably a minor one in the scheme of things'. [6] Following the initial pronouncements however, the research was plunged into controversy, with the scientists described as hiding behind a 'veneer of supposedly "objective" western science' to perpetuate "racist and oppressive discourses"'. [7] While the researchers involved later blamed the media for creating the controversy, [8] that the researchers must also accept responsibility for failing to accurately report and disseminate their findings. We argue that researchers reporting findings in the area of behavioural genetics have a duty to ensure that their findings are placed 'in context', especially when reported to a wider audience. By 'in context', we mean that evidence of genetic influences on behavioural characteristics is not reported in isolation, but presented alongside other environmental, cultural, and socio-economic influences that may also contribute to the studied behaviour.
Bad Science or Bad Reporting? A Case for Scientific Responsibility for the Accurate Reporting of Results
While on one hand the 'Warrior Gene' controversy may be seen to have stemmed from a case of 'bad science' (in this case, researchers making claims unsupported by their results), [9] we do not think this fully encompasses the ethical problems raised in this situation. To highlight the more significant ethical issue we choose as our framework the distinction that can be made between the 'external' and 'internal' responsibilities of scientists. 'Internal' responsibilities are thought to encompass considerations surrounding the choice of research topics, funding of research, the design of experiments, and the analysis and presentation of results within the scientific community. [10] In contrast, 'external' responsibilities often centre on the application of scientific knowledge within society. The debate is frequently illustrated with reference to the controversy surrounding the role of physicists who developed atomic theory, which found application in the atomic bomb.
[11] Those who assert that scientific responsibility exists in the 'internal' domain alone, assert that while the use of the atomic bomb might be unethical, the knowledge that enabled its creation is either ethically neutral, or of intrinsic value qua knowledge. In contrast, those who argue that scientific responsibility extends to the 'external' domain, assert that the moral responsibility of the physicists cannot be viewed in isolation from the way the atomic bomb was applied in society.
We find most persuasive the argument that beyond the traditional obligation to provide reliable knowledge, science has an obligation to provide 'socially robust' knowledge, which can only be achieved through scientists being sensitive to the wide range of social implications of their research. [12] It is noteworthy that the proposed new universal ethical code for scientists (Rigour, Respect and Responsibility: A Universal Code for Scientists) appears to favour a broad construction of scientific responsibility. The Code (proposed by Sir David King, Chief Scientific Advisor to the UK Government) states that its aim is to encourage 'active reflection among scientists on the wider implications and impacts of their work' [emphasis added].
[13] The trend, therefore, seems to be towards favouring a broad (rather than narrow) construction of scientific responsibility; one that extends the responsibilities of scientists beyond simply those considerations which are 'internal' to scientific practice.
We advance that it is especially unconvincing for scientists who actively contribute to the erosion of the 'internal / external' distinction (for example by making claims that genetics explains social phenomena) to deny responsibilities in the 'external' domain.
[14] By stepping beyond the 'internal' domain of science and actively engaging with the 'external' domain of society, the scientists engender a duty to present their work in a socially responsible manner. Applying this to the 'Warrior Gene' controversy, we argue that when the researchers at ESR ventured to explain the relevance of the higher levels of the enzyme 'monoamine oxidase' in terms of its potential impact on social problems, they assumed a duty to ensure that their findings were correctly placed in their appropriate social context. By this, we mean placing the genetic influences clearly alongside the other contributing environmental, cultural, and social factors.
Rather than creating a new obligation on researchers, the responsibility for which we argue is entirely in keeping with the spirit of the Code of Ethics adopted by the American Society of Human Genetics. The Code provides that its members must 'report findings, accurately completely, without distortion and in a timely manner'. [15] Moreover, the fact that the 'Warrior Gene' research involved a purported genetic difference between Māori and non-Māori in New Zealand made it crucially important for New Zealand society that the results were reported in a responsible and accurate manner. Accurate reporting in the field of behavioural genetics is especially important in research examining behavioural differences between groups in society, [16] where an increased genetic knowledge of differences has the potential to affect our views of 'relatedness, otherness and difference'. [17] For indigenous groups, genetic science has the potential to reinforce preconceived views about biological and social differences, which may result in more barriers and create more avenues for discrimination [18] If we examine the 'Warrior Gene' controversy in light of these responsibilities, we find that the researcher's assertion that the media was solely to blame for fuelling the argued that population genomics has the potential to 'produce scientific wedges to hammer into the social cracks that already divide us'.
[28] Placing a clear obligation on researchers to contextualise genetic influences for behavioural characteristics, especially those noted in sub-populations in society (of which indigenous groups are but one) is a crucial step to ensuring that Juengst's prediction is not realised.
